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ABSTRACT
The Evolution of Marketing and Branding Strategies for the National Parks
by
Blake Smith
Since the first national park Yellowstone was established, people from across the world have
come to visit the natural wonders that our national parks have to offer. While much empirical
research has been conducted concerning the marketing and branding strategies of non-profit
organizations, government agencies, and tourism destinations; not much has been conducted on
national parks. This research seeks to understand how our national parks have marketed and
branded themselves over time and determine how marketing and branding will play a role in the
development and conservation of the parks. This research was conducted utilizing in- depth
methods such as an autoethnographic reflection and content analysis. Throughout the content
analysis, themes arose amongst the strategies of the national parks over time such as
“Romanticism,” “Exploration,” “Nature Preservation,” and many more discussed throughout
this research. Each of these unique themes represents what was culturally important.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND NATIONAL PARK HISTORY
"There can be nothing in the world more beautiful than the Yosemite, the groves of the
giant sequoias and redwoods, the Canyon of the Colorado, the Canyon of the
Yellowstone, the Three Tetons; and our people should see to it that they are preserved
for their children and their children's children forever, with their majestic beauty all
unmarred." - Theodore Roosevelt
National parks have been an imperative part of American history and culture for over a
century. Those of us who have been lucky enough to venture into one of these wondrous places
have no doubt seen the beauty and felt the magic that these lands hold in store for us. Author,
traveler, and painter George Catlin can first be accredited with the idea of establishing and
preserving public lands for the public to enjoy at their leisure. Catlin painted and wrote about the
Native Americans, which is when the idea of preserving the lands came to him. The idea of
establishing a national park can first be found in his book “The North American Indians.”
And what a splendid contemplation too, when one (who has traveled these realms, and
can duly appreciate them) imagines them as they might in future be seen (by some great
protecting policy of government) preserved in their pristine beauty and wildness, in a
magnificent park, where the world could see for ages to come.
What a beautiful and thrilling specimen for America to preserve and hold up to the view
of her refined citizens and the world, in future ages! A Nations Park, containing man and
beast, in all the wild and freshness of their nature's beauty! I would ask no other
monument to my memory, nor any other enrollment of my name amongst the famous
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dead, than the reputation of having been the founder of such an institution. (Catlin, 1926 pp. 295-296)
Much of Catlin’s writing and exploration happened between the years of 1832-1839, however, it
wasn’t until some 40 years later that the first national park was legally established.
“On March 1, 1872, Congress established Yellowstone Park—the world’s first ‘national
park,’ more than two million acres located mostly in the northwest corner of present-day
Wyoming—to be preserved and managed by the federal government for the enjoyment and
benefit of the people” (Sellars, 1998, p.3). Consequently, with the establishment of Yellowstone
came the proliferation of frequent tourists and visitors that wanted to explore the vast area as
“park visitation, both domestic and foreign, now exceeds three million every year. The park’s
sense of timelessness and benediction, of summer renewal and winter sleep, is lost amid a
million cars and the drone of a hundred thousand snowmobiles” (Runte, 1987, p.12-13). Not only
has Yellowstone seen an increasing amount of visitors year after year, but national parks across
the country continue to be a destination for adventurers, explorers, and families. The allure of
hiking breathtaking mountains, experiencing nature firsthand, and exploring the abundance of
life that the national parks have to offer can certainly be considered a main factor as to why
attendance is so high. Although, another factor to be considered is the communication and
marketing strategies employed by these parks to promote visitation.
Since 1872 when Grant fist signed the act, there have been numerous parks, monuments,
and memorials established and held open for the public masses. “There are approximately 400
national parks and sites in the USA and Canada; there are many additional historic national sites,
as well as hundreds of state and provincial parks. These protected areas now encompass about
one-tenth of the total landmass in each of the two countries” (Gross, Poor, Sipos, Solymossy,
2009 pp. 276-289). With the burgeoning growth of national parks, so to have the marketing
9

tactics in which they implement. “Marketing was a key element in the original agencies’
strategic management planning, although this seems to have slowly been changed as the
environment conservation philosophy came to predominate in later years and even now, we find
limited mention of marketing in the books on national parks” (Wearing et al, 2016, p. 10-11).
However, the need for marketing and business strategies have always been at the forefront of
importance for national parks. Referencing an article from Robert Sterling Yard, Sellars (1998)
discusses a story titled “Making a Business a Scenery” which appeared in the Nation’s Business.
According to Sellars, Yard called the national parks an “economic asset of incalculable value if
managed in a businesslike way.” When discussing this businesslike way of handling the national
parks, Yard had this to add in the article:
We want our national parks developed. We want roads and trails like Switzerland’s. We
want hotels of all prices from lowest to highest. We want comfortable public camps in
sufficient abundance to meet all demands. We want lodges and chalets at convenient
intervals commanding the scenic possibilities of all our parks. We want the best and
cheapest accommodations for pedestrians and motorists. We want sufficient and
convenient transportation at reasonable rates. We want adequate facilities and supplies
for camping out at lowest prices. We want good fishing. We want our wild animal life
conserved and developed. We want special facilities for nature study. (Sellars, 1998, p.
28)
Since the establishment of our first national parks, there was always a “business/marketing
mindset” behind it all. The appointed men that were to oversee these parks knew that these
beautifully persevered lands would soon become a tourist destination that would boost the
economies of the surrounding towns; they just needed a marketing touch. However, marketing
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for national parks hasn’t always been a widespread practice as it was first deemed as
‘untrustworthy’ in Australia:
Marketing has usually been viewed with suspicion and misunderstanding by park
agencies with little or no expertise in marketing practices. Marketing is now beginning to
establish itself as a valued concept for managing national parks, typified by recent
planning documents which reflect the desire to redress current management approaches
and also acknowledge the “role of marketing (Archer & Wearing, 2002, p.30).
This sudden change of approach of thought process really stemmed from the accountability side
of the national parks of Australia to reach a wider audience and establish a more sustainable
tourism base. Archer and Wearing (2002) state that, “mindful of their increased accountability
and obligations to meet performance criteria, including high visitor satisfaction and increased
visitor numbers, park agencies have in recent years taken steps to be more outwardly focused and
accurately reflect individual and community needs and expectations. Corporate plans now
typically recognize the need to establish a more market-driven strategic approach to developing
recreational and tourism opportunities in national parks, develop strategic partnerships with other
key stakeholders including commercial tour operators, park neighbors and local communities,
and make a more conscious effort to provide clear parameters for the public use of natural
resources” (p.29-39). Gilmore and Simmons argue that strategic marketing management can play
a role in the development of tourism in national parks. However, there are some that disagree
with the monetization of our national parks; such as when a large corporate company wants to
sponsor a hiking trail or purchase a park bench. Some believe that such fixtures in the park
should not be tampered or soiled with corporate branding. Although, it’s clear that marketing,
when utilized on the right platforms at the right time, can be a profoundly impactful tool that can
help attendance rise and build a sense of community amongst park visitors. “Marketing provides
11

park management agencies with a strategic tool for managing national parks. It is a powerful
medium for communicating with current and potential visitor markets as well with the wider
community” (Archer & Wearing, 2002, p.34). The key, though, is the strategies and tactics
behind this communication.
Establishment of the National Park Service
During the early 1900s, the number of visitors to national parks rose exponentially, from
85,000 to 335,000 (Dana, 1982). However, with marketing and advertising fueling the drive for
tourists to venture west to discover the national parks, came the struggles and overwork of park
managers. “These park rangers struggled to balance the tasks of protecting wildlife and “natural
attractions” and providing for the wants and needs of tourists” (Mason, 1999, p.12). Moreover,
during that time period, there was no single source of truth or organization that was overseeing
the national parks and their management. The first overseers and protectors of Yellowstone were
the Calvary. They were in charge of over 2 million acres in which they were tasked to prohibit
poachers and trespassers from desecrating the land. “The Calvary was able to protect the park
with a level of success; however, the troopers were called away from Yellowstone and the other
national parks in 1898 at the outbreak of the Spanish-American war” (Riordan, 2000, p.29). That
is when the need for the National Park Service first came to light.
The National Park Service was first established in 1917 with the purpose to oversee,
facilitate, and manage all current and future national parks. What led to the creation of the
National Park Service, is something that changed national park history forever - The Antiquities
Act. “The Antiquities Act marks another significant step toward the professionalization of public
history because it authorized the President to protect any landscape it deemed to have either
scientific or historical value” (Meringolo, 2005). During their inception in 1917, the National
Park Service oversaw 16 national parks and 21 national monuments compared to today in which
12

they oversee all 60 national parks, more than 100 national monuments, and 26 other designated
lands (Schneider-Hector, 2014). Although, with the management of the parks, came the
obligation to promote and market them as well. The National Park Service would “be led by a
director who would oversee the national parks, national monuments, and reservations to promote
the “natural scenery and objects of interest” for the benefit of the American people” (SchneiderHector, D. (2014).
Over the decades, the National Park Service has helped the national parks employ a
proliferation of marketing ideas/techniques and branding strategies to increase attendance and to
share the wonders of these amazing lands with the public. From a 1915 National Park Portfolio
created by Robert Sterling Yard to brand partnerships with eco-friendly companies such as
Subaru, to influencer social media marketing, one thing is for certain - the ways in which
national parks are promoted are constantly evolving. Although marketing and branding strategies
are oft employed to promote and market national parks, there hasn’t been much empirical
research conducted to define what these strategies have been or how marketers have gone about
said tactics. The present study will explore and discuss the topics below:
-

Define and examine the history of marketing and branding for the national parks

-

Develop a better understanding of how marketing and branding campaigns have evolved
in national parks

-

Identify the owners and organizations that develop said campaigns

-

Cite differences between the marketing and branding strategies of state and/or local parks

-

Determine best practices in the promotion of national parks

This study will also analyze current and past content that has been produced and flesh out any
themes that arise through Grounded Theory Methods. It is my hope that the findings from this
study will help determine the most impactful strategies and techniques to help spread awareness
13

about the beauty and mystique of our national parks. “To prepare for the future, it is important to
first analyze the past with as much clarity and impartiality as can be mustered” (Sellars, 1998, p.
3).
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Although much empirical research has been conducted and published surrounding the
best practices of branding and marketing, there hasn’t been a great deal of published research in
the realm of destination marketing and branding, which is the bucket in which national parks are
accounted for. Furthermore, DMOs (destination management organizations) are a fairly new
concept, which is why this research seeks to understand and gain more knowledge about best
practices for destination management establishments such as national parks. Destination
management organizations are usually considered hospitality related establishments such as
hotels, restaurants, tour operators, governmental bodies, and essentially any organization that
supports the efforts of tourism either directly or indirectly (Blane et al. 2005). This is a highly
competitive arena when it comes to marketing and branding, so it is of the utmost importance to
have a high-level understanding of these practices. First, a definition must be established to
differentiate the traditional definition of branding to that of ‘tourism branding’. (Blane et al.
2005, p.328) created this definition as a guideline for destination management organizations to
utilize and follow when going about their marketing and branding strategies: the marketing
activities (1) that support the creation of a name, symbol, logo, word mark or other graphic
that both identifies and differentiates a destination; (2) that convey the promise of a
memorable travel experience that is uniquely associated with the destination; and (3) that
serve to consolidate and reinforce the recollection of pleasurable memories of the destination
experience, all with the intent purpose of creating an image that influences consumers’
decisions to visit the destination in question, as opposed to an alternative one.
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The research at hand, however, is faced with a unique opportunity. Although national
parks are indeed considered a tourism destination and therefore should be marketed as such, they
are also considered a government agency being managed by the National Park Service.
Furthermore, much of the funding for the national parks rely heavily on the National Park
Foundation, which is a non-profit organization. A government run tourist destination that is
primarily supported by a non-profit organization which partners with corporate sponsorships is
indeed a unique challenge to market and brand. Certain best practices from each sector need to
be extrapolated and implemented for optimal success. Best practices such as the IDEA
framework for non-profit organizations. In 2012, Kylander and Stone created a framework to
assist non-profit leaders in their branding strategies called IDEA, which stands for brand
integrity, brand democracy, brand ethics, and brand affinity (Kylander & Stone, 2012). Now
while this method is a framework for non-profit organizations and their branding practices, this
is also a great framework for an organization such as the National Park Foundation to implement
in their fundraising efforts.
All of the organizations that are connected with promoting the national parks (The
National Park Service, National Park Foundation, the individual parks themselves, etc.) are all
trying to market, brand, and sell an experience. “The creation of an experience is the product
being sold and an experience is difficult to sell. Branding can package the experience into
something that can be marketed more easily” (Blain, 2001 p.12). The national parks are even
more unique in the fact that there are so many located throughout the United States. Each park
has its own identity in such a way that each park could be branded in a different light. However,
the brand identity, logo, and experience that the national parks convey through organizations
such as the National Park Service and the National Park Foundation should all be concise and
congruent across the board. Consistent logos could potentially be the most important of these and
16

a best practice that all organizations should adhere and abide by. For government agencies, nonprofits, and destination marketing organizations, logos can simply and effectively communicate
their brand identity to the public. National parks have visitors that speak various languages,
which is why logos are profoundly important because they transcend international boundaries
and language barriers due to their visual character (Kohli, Suri, Thakor, 2002). When people see
the iconic arrowhead National Park Service logo, they should instantly know what it stands for
and what organization it represents.
Place branding should also be considered when discussing the marketing and branding of
national parks. It is a relatively new idea and term; however, it simply refers to the marketing of
a place; usually a country, city or attraction. Place branding is primarily focused on attractions
and location image that might attract events, tourists, investors, visitors (e.g. students or
professionals), trade, and the category of people termed “influencers” (Anholt, 2010). Again,
national parks fall in a special category here as they are not only competing with other outdoor
activities, they are also competing with amusement parks such as Disney and Universal, and the
cities in which these other tourist destinations are located.
State Parks vs. National Parks
Another imperative point of discussion is the difference between how state and national
parks are managed, marketed, and branded. State parks are managed much differently, and the
obvious reason for this is the number of resources or lack thereof. Most state parks simply do not
have the bandwidth and resources to tackle problems such as maintenance and park upkeep, dayto-day planning and activities, as well as trying to market and brand their park. State parks
naturally have a lower number of visitors than national parks. This seems to be because more
visitors equal more money, which in turn, establishes a larger budget for the national parks. With
a larger budget, organizations such as the National Park Service have the ability to create
17

marketing campaigns and partner with high-profile digital agencies to help with garnering
awareness and inspiring people to visit the national parks. They are able to hire knowledgeable
and digitally savvy staff members to implement these tactics as well. A good example of this can
be taken from the Portland Press Herald in which they describe the stark difference between
Acadia National Park and Baxter State Park in the woods of northern Maine. While Acadia
attracts nearly 3 million visitors per year, Baxter only receives about 60,000. “This disparity is in
large part because of the resources and marketing power of the National Park Service, an
organization that is able to promote the attractions within its system in ways that no state park
can match.” Furthermore, Stemberk et al. (2018) suggest managers of parks examine their budget
and number of employees, as they found in their research that the attendance numbers of visitors
increase with budget and decrease with the number of employees. The success of parks and
sustainable tourism according to Eagles (2002), depends on the management structures that
tightly link tourism competency and conservation management.
Another stark contrast between the national and state parks is how they are branded.
National parks are essentially a house of brands. There are 60 national parks in the United States
all of which have something different to offer and each with their own ‘personality’. All 60
parks, however, are under the umbrella of national parks and are managed by the National Park
Service. On the other side of the spectrum, state parks are handled in a different manner. As of
2017, there were 8,565 state park areas. Now, unlike national parks, state parks all brand
themselves differently. They each have their own logos, emblems, and websites that they utilize
within their own respected park. Usually, these designs and branding services are outsourced to a
local agency, if the funds are available for it. If not, these responsibilities usually fall to the park
manager who may or may not have the skills and knowledge to accomplish such tasks.
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Digital Transformation
Implementing digital strategies and tactics are imperative to the survival of all businesses
and organizations, and the national parks are no different. Small-businesses and government
agencies have to have digital touchpoints to ensure they are connecting with their target
audiences. “The burst of different devices with distinct operating systems including - laptops,
mobiles, tablets, or wearables and usage pattern of smartphones has changed the customer’s
lifestyle” (Sanjay, 2017, p. 41-52). Sanjay was referring to the disruption among communication
service providers, however, the same type of disruption can be applied to the national parks. The
parks are marketing and trying to attract a different audience than they were 15-20 years ago, as
are almost all other organizations. To attract this new audience, businesses must adapt their
marketing strategies to incorporate digital best practices. The national parks seem to have done
just that as many of their recent campaigns have digital focuses, however, the transition didn’t
happen quickly. On August, 25th, 2016, the National Park Service celebrated 100 years of
service. They took advantage of this incredible milestone by developing an entirely new digital
campaign entitled “Find Your Park.” This campaign sought to connect and garner awareness to
the places the National Park Service manages, the inspirational stories the parks and monuments
tell, and our country’s rich heritage and natural resources. One of the main goals for this
campaign was to also spread awareness to the younger generations about what the different
services the National Park Service provides and executes. This campaign to connect national
parks with the next generation also comes at a critical time. A study conducted by Hall &
Partners on behalf of the National Park Foundation, found while approximately 80% of
Americans have heard of the National Park Service, only 38% are at all familiar with the
organization and all that they do (PR Newswire, 2015). People are just simply unaware of what
the National Park Service does, or rather, that it even exists. To combat this, the National Park
19

Service, in recent years, has begun to focus on more digital heavy campaigns that connect and
engage the millennial audience. According to (McNaughton, 2017) “in order for the NPS to truly
begin to generate support from this younger audience, the agency needs to understand how this
group perceives the parks, and then how best to communicate with them.” To reach this younger
audience, the National Park Service has also created a few smaller parks in urban areas to create
a new generation of park-goers (Morath, 2016). It seems to be working as according to Odell,
2016, 36% of all NPS visitation occurs at urban sites. Also, campaigns such as the “Find Your
Park” and the “Centennial” are just two that demonstrate how the National Park Service is
evolving their branding and marketing techniques. Today the National Park Service is more
digitally centric than ever with mobile-friendly responsive website design, easy information
sharing, digital success stories, and virtual volunteers. This digital transformation is imperative
as (Weiler, 2013) alludes to the fact that diverse visitor experiences in national parks are
essential to their success.
In-House Agency
In-house agencies are becoming more and more prevalent while outsourcing marketing
and advertising projects are dwindling. The Association of National Advertisers (ANA) stated
that almost 78 percent of brand owners in North America have built in-house agency capabilities,
which is up 58 percent from five years ago and practically double that of a decade ago
(McIntyre, 2018). In-house agencies save these organizations time and money. Furthermore, an
in-house agency better understands the needs of the organization as they are a part of the
corporate culture. The employees have the same beliefs and values of the organization in which
they are representing. These traits might not translate if hiring an outside organization and the
hired agency might not have the same enthusiasm over a marketing project such as ‘wildlife
conservation’. The national parks’ ‘in-house’ agency and assisting them in the digital
20

transformation is the Harpers Ferry Center located in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia. Established
in the 1960’s as a part of Mission 66, the Harpers Ferry Center is the National Park Service’s
Media Center that creates a variety of interpretative tools that assist the National Park Service’s
field interpreters. According to the Harpers Ferry Center site, they believe in the National Park
Service’s values; helping to create and relay National Park Service messages to the public in a
digitally savvy way. The services that the Harpers Ferry Center provides includes, but is not
limited to:
-

assistance with media development strategies

-

help with the media cost estimates

-

answers to technical media questions

-

assistance with the planning, design, development, and production of media products

-

planning for interpretation, education, and visitor experiences - including GMPs, LRIPs,
value analysis, and pre-design charrettes
The Harpers Ferry Center also works with parks and partners to develop customized

digital solutions that include mobile apps, web-based media, and social media. Most of these
digital solutions have catered to the younger audiences as to inspire them to visit the parks and
monuments that the National Park Service oversees. For instance, newly developed mobile
applications have allowed users to pinpoint their exact location and plan what trail or site they
would like to visit next. Each and every national park and even some of the national monuments
have their own user-friendly websites, where users can and are encouraged to learn about the
parks or monuments of interest, plan their visits, get involved with volunteer opportunities,
download trail maps, receive alerts about outdoor workshops and future closures, and much
more. Each park and monument are different, so to have these individualized sites that allow
users to discover the little nuances between each park is profoundly helpful. These sites also
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enable users to find parks and monuments that are geographically close to them; allowing them
to discover new and exciting places they might not have otherwise. Most of these sites, all of
which are under the National Park Service web domain mind you, have their own blogs attached
to them as well. These blogs notify users of different happenings that are occurring in each park
and the top sights or activities that one should see or do when visiting the parks. Social media is
also an integral part of how the Harpers Ferry Center assists the National Park Service in
communicating and connecting with the general public. Every national park and most national
monuments have their own social media accounts, all of which stem from the Harpers Ferry
Center. Like each individual website, all social media accounts are unique to said park with
distinct photos, status updates, language, etc. to populate the feed. However, the naming
convention of all parks is the same, which is the [name of the park or monument] followed by
[nps]. For example - these are the Instagram handles of two national parks and two national
monuments:
@yellowstonenps - Yellowstone National Park
@greatsmokynps - Great Smoky Mountains National Park
@statueellisnpa - Statue of Liberty/Ellis Island National Monument and Museum of
Immigration
@lincolnboyhoodnps - Lincoln Boyhood National Memorial
It is important to note the many different facets of digital production that the Harpers
Ferry Center is responsible for because as noted previously, the National Park Service is in
charge of most all marketing and branding for national parks. The Harpers Ferry Center is
included in this, as they are under the National Park Service umbrella.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The conducted research seeks to understand and determine how marketing campaigns
and branding strategies for the National Parks Service have developed and evolved over time,
while also reviewing how these campaigns have impacted the parks. This also includes analyzing
cultural themes that were applied at the time of campaign implementation such as sustainability,
nostalgia, adventure, etc. From the first “See America First” campaigns that were featured in
brochures and magazines to modern day sustainability and travel advertising, the marketing and
branding of national parks has always heavily relied on visual imagery and descriptive written
copy. To accurately analyze these different forms of branding and the evolution of marketing in
the national parks, a few different methods of research have been applied, all of which stem from
Grounded Theory Methods and an autoethnographic reflection.
Method One: Content Analysis – Traditional and Visual Grounded Theory Methods
The grounded theory approach was first developed by Glaser and Strauss and published
in their 1967 book “The Discovery of Grounded Theory.” Strauss and Corbin define Grounded
Theory as “an approach for developing theory that is grounded in data, which is systematically
gathered and analyzed” (Strauss and Corbin, 1994). This research will focus on gathering
different forms of marketing and advertising from past and present campaigns and then
developing various conclusions from said data. This process will be adhered to by following the
traditional Grounded Theory method which is described as, “the use of an intensive, openended, and iterative process that simultaneously involves data collection, coding (data analysis),
and memo- writing (theory building)” (Groat & Wang, 2002, p. 181).
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Open Coding
Strauss and Corbin state that open coding is the first stage in the process of creating
grounded theory. Open coding focuses on analyzing the content and data that was originally
found and researched, and then labelling and bucketing said data into different categories. Open
coding also includes the method of memo writing, where the researcher will jot notes down
throughout their conducted research to be read and analyzed at a later time. For the research at
hand, this includes analyzing various different marketing campaigns and advertising that national
parks have implemented over time. From brochures that were created in the 1900’s to current
social media posts that the National Park Service uses for advertising, bucketing these different
forms of marketing, labelling them, and then analyzing them will allow us to see emerging
patterns in the data.
Axial Coding
Axial coding, the second stage in the process of Grounded Theory, is really about
polishing and determining the differences between the concepts and categories that are found
(Bohm, 2004). This also includes finding and analyzing the relationships between the different
sets of concepts and categories found and then drawing the lines or patterns between these sets
of data. What themes have arisen and been found after looking at the past and present marketing
campaigns of national parks? Are tourists, wildlife, and scenery being focused on in the imagery
of these campaigns or are the campaigns relying more on written copy to expand their message?
How do these patterns relate, or do they relate at all? These questions and others will be
answered during the axial coding stage.
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Selective Coding
The final stage in the coding process is referred to as selective coding. “Selective coding
refers to the final stage of data analysis to be completed after core concepts emerging from the
coded data categories and subcategories have been identified through open and/or axial coding”
(Mills, Durepos, Wiebe, 2010). After conducting open and axial coding, patterns and themes
should arise, but during this selective coding stage, one specific pattern or theme should emerge
that will differentiate itself from the rest. Furthermore, during this stage the research will focus
on how the themes and relationships are changing and how they are related to each other. For
instance, the tone of voice that marketing campaigns utilize could have remained the same over
the last century or it may have drastically changed; or maybe the marketing campaigns have just
now recently been playing off of the sustainability theme and a century ago it was something
completely different. This final stage of selective coding is when the research will narrow and
become more centralized.
As the age of digital marketing is more prominent than ever, much of marketing and
advertising takes the form of visual content. As Mey and Dietrich discuss, images and visual data
have become integral aspects of the methodology in the social and cultural sciences. More than
ever before, we rely on visual content to generate awareness and to communicate our marketing
messages to the mass public. From brochures and trail maps to commercials and short form
video content made for social media, there is much visual content that needs to be analyzed when
it comes to the marketing methods that national parks implement. Once realizing the
proliferation of visual content that is related to the marketing of national parks, the need to
implement the method of Visual Grounded Theory presented itself. Taken from Konecki’s
“Visual Grounded Theory: A Methodological Outline and Examples From Empirical Work”, he
defines Visual Grounded Theory as, “reconstructing the layers of meaning of an image from its
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context of production and reception,” considering “the explicit requirements for the researcher's
image analysis as well as implicit assumptions of the interpretation of the image.” Much of the
same methods that incorporate traditional Grounded Theory will also be implemented during this
method of Visual Grounded Theory such as description, segmentation, coding, interpretation,
and constant comparison. Furthermore, during my travels I have visited a significant number of
national parks. Thus, I will also be following a reflexive approach where I compare my own
experiences that I have seen in terms of the marketing of national parks to that of what is being
seen throughout the research.
Method Two: Autoethnographic Reflection
“Autoethnography is a process keenly focused on reflexivity and the interactions
between the self and the social in understanding any phenomena” (Porter & Richards, 2017).
The method of autoethnography reflection states that no researcher is without their own
experiences, thus not allowing any true researcher to come into a study without their own
thoughts and opinions about the subject in which they are exploring. Knowing that this research
would be conducted, I decided to start analyzing and taking my own experiences into account in
terms of acknowledging different marketing and branding campaigns that I came across before
my own visit to a few of the national parks.
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CHAPTER 4
ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
Early Advertising (Union Pacific and Railroad Partnerships) Theme 1: Patriotism | Theme
2: Romanticism
To obtain a full understanding of the evolution of the branding and marketing strategies
and tactics of the national parks, one must begin at the inception of these practices. When the
first national park(s) were established, very few people realized their significance, or better yet,
their existence. Budgeting constraints wouldn’t allow for marketing tactics to be implemented as
the initial goal when the parks were established, was to make sure the parks were a safe and
habitable place for visitors and tourists. Most of the awareness that was being garnered came
from magazines, books, or newspaper articles. However, that all changed when one of the heroes
of the national parks and the very first director of the National Park Service, Stephen T. Mather,
decided to write and publish the National Park’s Portfolio. The National Park’s Portfolio, which
was first released as a public relations endeavor in 1916 consisted of a collection of nine heavilyillustrated pamphlets that conveyed the grandeur and diversity of America’s natural scenery, and
also suggested that visiting these national parks, aside from being enjoyable, was an act of good
citizenship (Cavanaugh, 2016). During this early exploration and monetization of the national
parks, came the ‘romanticism’ points of view held toward nature brought on by the likes of
poets, authors, and painters such as Henry David Thoreau and John Muir. “Transcendentalists
such as Henry David Thoreau, celebrated the sublime in nature and argued that contact with the
wilderness could rejuvenate the soul of the city dweller” (Mason, 1999, p.5). These artists with
their stories and paintings started inspiring thousands of Americans to head west and explore the
national parks. As well as Thoreau, John Muir, another nature enthusiast started an intensive
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study of glaciation in Yosemite and published some of his findings in the New York Tribune,
which also publicized the national parks even further.
Shortly following this portfolio and after Yellowstone started attracting visitors, we begin
to see the first glimpses of marketing come to life. “Park promoters then ‘shaped the message’
via visual imagery to suit different audiences, an example of early marketing” (Gross et al.,
2009). The two photos below, taken from the National Parks Portfolio, are some of the first two
forms of visual advertising that tried to market the parks to the general public.

Figure 1. Images of Yellowstone National Park from the National Parks Portfolio (1906),
(Haynes, 1906). It has canyons of sublimity, one of which presents a spectacle of broken color
unequaled. It has areas of petrified forests with trunks standing. It has innumerable wild animals
which have ceased unduly to fear man; in fact, it is unique as a bird and animal sanctuary.
National Parks Portfolio.
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The portfolio’s original conception was to provide education and awareness about the national
parks to the American people. However, these early images and advertisements weren’t only
created to support the national parks, they were also created to increase the passenger count on
railroad trains. “These advertisements and others like it had one very obvious purpose: to
increase passenger travel on the sponsoring railroads” (Blodgett, 2007). The marketing strategy
during those early stages was the more people to visit the national parks, the more people that are
going to purchase train tickets. Furthermore, there wasn’t a budget for Mather to publish this
portfolio alone, so he had to enlist the help of seventeen western railroads to assist in this
endeavor. This partnership would benefit both parties, as the national parks would attract more
awareness and bring in new patrons, and the railroads would be the transportation to get them
there as the parks were not yet accessible by any other means. The ensuing investment from the
western railroads supplied him with forty-three thousand dollars to have the first National Park’s
Portfolio published. This partnership with the railroads led to some of the first advertisements
that inspired the American people to visit the western national parks and was one of the first
brand partnerships that the national parks were involved in.
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Figure 2. Black and white print ads for Glacier and Yellowstone National Parks. (Period Paper, 1916)

The images above illustrate this partnership between the railroads and the national parks.
“Take the Burlington.” “Very Low Fares.” These are just of the few calls to action that the ads
solicit for travelers to choose their railroad when traveling to the national park of their choice.
Another aspect of the advertisement to take note of is the portrait of Uncle Sam in the top left
corner. In the early 1900s, many Americans were venturing to Europe and other countries for
their leisurely vacations. Not many were interested in jumping on a train and heading to the west
coast to walk around a partially developed park. However, throughout the research and
inspection of many of these early advertisements, we start to see Uncle Sam appear. This
strategy was implemented to play off the American people's sense of patriotism and declare that
it was their American right and duty to visit the natural wonders that the United States had to
offer. This is the first recurring theme (along with the railroad partnerships) found through axial
coding that many of the early advertisements for the national parks implemented into their
marketing and branding strategies. We then see the theme of American patriotism appear again
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in on one of the first advertising and marketing campaigns that the National Park Service created
entitled “See America First.”
During the early 1900’s throughout the 1920’s, many Americans were opting to travel
abroad in Europe, specifically Paris for their leisure. However, with the establishment of the
Northern Pacific Railway, it made travel much easier for Americans to see the west. The goal of
this marketing campaign was to inspire Americans to see and explore their own country and
what it had to offer, specifically the newly established national parks. “In particular, railroads
such as the Northern Pacific, Santé Fe, and Great Northern attempted to gain passengers by
promoting as tourist destinations natural wonders like Yellowstone and Glacier National Parks,
and the Grand Canyon, that lay along their routes” (Martin, 2003, p.36). Martin further goes on
to elaborate that the National Park Service was playing off the theme of American patriotism.
The railroads really tried to portray to their audience that visiting the national parks was
profoundly American, and that it was their civic duty to their country to explore the west.
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Figure 3. Images taken from PBS National Park History library. Two of the first ads from the
‘’See America First” campaign. (Chase, 1915)
From Tracks to Tires - Theme 3: Intrepid Exploration
Within a few years, the mass production and affordability of automobiles made it even
easier for the American people to explore the west. “The character of national tourism changed
dramatically during the 1920s and 1930s, as mass ownership of automobiles made individual
travel possible. Instead of riding trains to specific destinations, automobile tourists gained
intimate knowledge of the land and its people, experiencing the ‘authentic’ American landscape”
(Martin, 2003). From this, the marketing and branding messages shifted from that of ‘train
travel’ to ‘touring’. Intrepid exploration seemed to appeal to the mass public, especially those
who could afford an automobile. This type of exploration, mainly experienced by driving across
the country and through the national parks, inspired the National Park Service to use a different
style of messaging that relied on the ‘self-discovery’ of the parks themselves. With this sudden
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accessibility and popularity, brands started to align and associate their products and services with
the national parks.

Figure 4. Two ads taken from the Saturday Evening Post from the 1920’s and 1930’s (Nilsson,
2016)
The advertisement on the left is an early Greyhound Lines ad that was published in the
Saturday Evening Post with the headline reading, “Romance Lives in Travel”. During the open
coding process, the theme of intrepid exploration presented itself, as we see in the two images
featuring a palatial castle in the desert, with a mother and child enjoying their ride on the bus.
The written copy compares the act of traveling to that of romance; almost if traveling is
interchangeable with and similar to love. The advertisement of the right, however, is not as
amorous as the Greyhound Lines ad. This ad, also published in the Saturday Evening Post, was
for U.S Royal Cords, which was a tire manufacturer - a burgeoning business in those days. This
copy is also inspirational to the intrepid adventurer as it reads “of all the majesty the world can
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offer you...what more satisfying than our own Great West! Your car will take you there in
comfort on U.S. Royal Cord tires.” This theme of adventure and exploration seemed to really
inspire travelers as national park attendance soared during this time with patrons driving
themselves to the parks rather than booking a train ticket on the railroad.
The WPA and National Park Posters - Theme 4: Nature Preservation | Theme 5:
Affordability
After the stock market crash plagued the United States in late October of 1929, Franklin
D. Roosevelt established the New Deal, which created and implemented government agencies to
put citizens back to work and bring new life to the workforce. As a part of the New Deal, came
the Work Progress Administration (WPA) and along with it, the creation of Federal Project
Number One. This project employed thousands of writers, musicians, actors, painters, and artists
to assist in different art and media outreach projects across the nation. One of these famous
projects included creating engaging and scenic posters for a few of the national parks. These
posters were created to showcase the natural beauty and nature that the national parks had to
offer. Many national parks were showcased and featured in these posters including, but not
limited to Glacier, Yosemite, Mount Rainier, and Grand Teton national parks. An estimated
1,400 national park posters were printed from 1935 to 1943 celebrating the parks, however, only
about 41 of the original posters are accounted for today (Bennett, 2016).
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Figure 5. National Park posters created during the Works Progress, Administration. (Naylor, 2014)
The four posters above, taken from the Library of Congress, are just a few of the posters
that were created as a part of the Federal Project Number One. Posters such as these would cost
twelve dollars for one hundred copies or just twelve cents per poster, making it an easy and
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affordable way for the National Park Service to market and spread awareness about the different
parks. The posters were then distributed to the local Chambers of Commerce in each surrounding
city or town that were near a park to encourage visitation and increase attendance.
The preservation of nature along with affordability were two of the key common themes in these
posters found through the process of open coding. The top two posters showcase this clearly with
the first portraying a single deer, calmly sipping water from a nearby lake. The caption reads
“Wild Life” in big bold letters with “The National Parks Preserve All Life” in smaller letters
written directly below the headline. The second image (top right) features two bighorn sheep
standing atop a mountain that reads “The National Parks Preserve Wildlife”. Unlike the other
posters that focus on a singular national park, this poster is more of a general promotion for the
Department of Interior and the National Park Service. The third illustrated poster (bottom left)
focuses more on the naturalist services that a park ranger can provide visitors when they are
exploring a park. The poster is centered on one of Yellowstone’s most famous landmarks, a
geyser referred to as ‘Old Faithful’. The copy on the poster really highlights the different
services that a naturalist park ranger can offer such as nature walks, field trips, campfire
programs and nature talks. And finally, the fourth poster (bottom right), focuses on the
affordability that comes with visiting a national park. This poster showcases the Grand Canyon
and the copy states that it is a “free government service” provided by the U.S. Department of
Interior and the National Park Service. Research shows that these posters were published and
sent out to the local Chambers of Commerce a few years following the Great Depression.
Highlighting that the national parks were at this time a free government service was important, as
it would allow people to visit these parks and travel without the expense of perhaps taking a
different and more costly vacation. It is also important to note that other than the images that
were published in the National Parks Portfolio in the early 1900’s, up until this point in history
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all advertising incorporating visual imagery was either hand painted or illustrated. This campaign
was meant to inspire people with the natural beauty of the national parks with the artists own
depictions of the parks and their wildlife, similar to how John Muir and Henry David Thoreau
would write about nature and how Ansel Adams photographed it. However, the use of
illustrations and hand-crafted signage and posters in their marketing and outreach campaigns is
something that will come to change in the ensuing years.
Sponsorships throughout the 1950’s and 60’s - Theme 6: Adventure
According to the National Park Service records, in 1954, annual national park visitation
exceeded 1 million visitors for the first time in its short history. Although many factors are to be
accredited for this sudden influx of visitors, the main indication was the affordability of
automobiles and the accessibility that they provided travelers. As a part of the New Deal, many
public works projects were implemented, which included building new roads and lodges,
planting trees and updating many of the amenities that the state and national parks so desperately
needed. With these sudden updates to the parks and the increased popularity of the automobile,
companies started to take advantage of this partnership with the national parks.
In 1950, Chevrolet dethroned Coca-Cola as one of the nation’s top advertisers, spending
roughly 51 million dollars in advertising spend according to Automotive News. With this
generous and optimistic spend, came one of the most popular ads and slogans of that time period,
which is even being brought back into pop culture today.
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Figure 6. The See the U.S.A. in your Chevrolet print ad taken from the Wall Street Journal.
(GM, n.d.)
Chevrolet partnered with Dinah Shore to create a little jingle entitled “See the U.S.A. in
your Chevrolet”. Advertisements such as these featured Chevrolets in front of notable American
landmarks, including many of the national parks. Automotive News released that following the
popularity of these advertisements, Adage dubbed the “See the U.S.A. in your Chevrolet” jingle
number 5 amongst the top 10 jingles of the 20th century and number 41 among the top 100
campaigns. Adventure and exploration again are two themes that arose during the coding process
when analyzing these two Chevrolet ads. And, as expected, this brought much attention to the
national parks and people started flocking to them in masses.
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Figure 7. Another print ad from the “See U.S.A. in your Chevrolet” campaign (GM, n.d.)
Coca-Cola was also another corporate sponsor that saw value in such a partnership with
the national parks could provide. In the early 1960’s, Coke partnered with the National Park
Service to host an expansive sweepstakes and encourage people to see America, while of course
drinking more Coke. “This was, at the time, the largest and most successful under-the-cap
promotion in history. Consumers could win incredible prizes, such as the "dream" grand prize
worth $33,000 that included $20,000 in cash, a Thunderbird convertible, a Ford station wagon,
boat, motor and trailer, camping and fishing equipment, water skis, movie and still cameras –
and a $1,000 credit with a fuel company!” (Wilburn, 2016).
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Figure 8. A 1931 Coke ad that showcased the Old Faithful Inn at Yellowstone National Park.
(Mizen, 1931)
During this time, Coca-Cola also released a new drink product on the market called
Sprite. Now traditionally, Coke would put the manufacturers name on the bottom of each and
every bottle to specify where each product was bottled and created. However, Sprite was an up
and coming beverage that was unique and different from the traditional Coca-Cola brand. Coke
also wanted to take that same distinctive mindset into the bottle design, so the company decided
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to print national park locations on the bottom of each bottle to be collected by the consumers
who purchased them.

Figure 9. Special edition Sprite bottles from the 1950’s that highlighted a few of the
National Parks (Mooney, 2010).
Other corporate sponsorships included such names as The Walt Disney Company,
inspiring more people, specifically children, to venture outside. As seen from the album cover
below, the National Park Service logo is clearly pasted on the bottom right of the album. To this
day, Disney is still a continued and proud sponsor of the national parks and the National Park
Service as is Coca-Cola. The messaging and themes of their ads rely heavily on the ‘family-fun’
dynamic.
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Figure 10. “Songs of the National Parks” Disney album
The National Park Foundation - Theme 7: Corporate Sponsorship | Theme 8: Availability
Up until the 1960s, the National Park Service was the sole organization in charge of
spreading awareness and promoting the national parks. Throughout the first half of the twentieth
century, as the research and analysis have shown, there have been partnerships with corporate
companies that have allowed the National Park Service to expand their reach and target a much
broader audience. However, private citizens didn’t have a direct way to support the national
parks in a monetary way. Throughout the 1960s, the national parks became more popular than
ever, which presented a challenge for the National Park Service to handle solely by themselves.
Thus, the need for the National Park Foundation presented itself. Through lobbying efforts of a
few different prominent citizens, the charter for the National Park Foundation was signed and
passed by Congress in 1967. According to the National Park Foundation website, the National
Park Foundation was created to be a non-profit supporter of the National Park Service, and
would help manage such tasks as park maintenance, trail clean up, community outreach, and
most importantly for this research; raise and allocate funds for the national parks. The
establishment of the National Park Foundation allowed for larger corporate sponsorships and for
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organizations to directly align their values with the National Park Service. All sponsors that
contribute to the National Park Foundation can be found on their website, divided into different
tiers depending on how much of a financial contribution the organization in question put forth.
Although the National Park Foundation is mainly responsible for obtaining these monetary funds
for the National Park Service, they have also been behind one of, if not the most successful
marketing campaigns that the national parks have ever seen.
In 2016, the National Park Service celebrated its 100th birthday. To celebrate,
commemorate, and keep the national park vision alive for another generation, they decided to
launch a centennial campaign. This campaign was meant to raise awareness about the funds the
National Park Service needed to update certain aspects of the parks and to preserve the parks for
the next generation of explorers. From those goals, they really built the project on three pillars;
protection of the national parks, connecting the next generation to the parks through new and
updated tactics, and inspiring future stewards of the national parks. All of these goals and tactics
were implemented into and brought to life through the Find Your Park initiative. According to
the Find Your Park site, the initiative is a collaboration between the National Park Service and
the National Park Foundation designed to encourage people to find their personal connections to
the national parks. Furthermore, the selective coding process highlighted a major theme of
corporate sponsorships. Corporate sponsorships that helped fund and raise money for this
campaign included; American Express, Budweiser, Hanesbrands Inc., L.L. Bean, Nature Valley,
Subaru, Union Pacific, and Coca-Cola. The campaign was sure to include and incorporate all
touch points in their marketing strategy, hiring outside agencies to develop content for print,
digital, and social media.
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Figure 11. Three print ads created by the agency Grey New York for the “Find Your Park”
campaign
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As seen in the three print advertisements above created by the ad agency Grey New York,
the advertisements are meant to communicate that the national parks encompass more than just
the ones that first come to mind such as the Great Smoky Mountains, Yellowstone, or Yosemite.
The copywriting expresses this further by saying “the parks are so many things” or “some parks
take us back to the birth of our nation, others to the dawn of life itself”. Throughout the selective
coding process, another key theme and message found in the Find Your Park campaign was
‘availability’. To visually communicate to the target audience that you don’t have to take a tenmile hike deep into the wilderness to experience the national parks. Even if you live in a highly
populated metropolitan area, there are still national parks to be discovered and they could be
right outside your front door.

Figure 12. Screenshots taken from the “Find Your Park” landing page
The Find Your Park website helps with this further, allowing users to choose certain
activities such as biking, picnicking, bird watching, star gazing, etc. that are close to the state or
area in which they live. ‘Parks near me’ is also another helpful feature users can take advantage
to help them on their search for a park to visit. The ‘stories’ tab adds a nice addition to the
navigation bar as well and co to the success and popularity of the website. In this portion of the
Find Your Park site, users are encouraged to share their own experiences and tell their personal
stories in which a national park has played a significant role in their life. Pages and sections of
websites such as these are imperative not only for national park sites, but for all sites in which
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user-engagement is a high priority. Visitors want to feel like they are a part of the ‘community’
while sharing their stories with others, and sections like these allow for that to happen.
Furthermore, there is also a Park Experiences section as well that provides users with different
blog posts to read and find certain activities near them to participate in.

Figure 13. Park Experiences screenshot from “Find Your Park Landing Page
The Find Your Park campaign also leveraged social media as a tool to spread awareness about
the campaign and bring attention to the other people who were participating in it. The owners
behind this campaign created an Instagram page that shared and posted high-quality photos of
the national parks on a regular basis.
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Figure 14. Screenshot of the FindYourPark Instagram page and
Hashtag
The page to date still hasn’t gained many followers and doesn’t have a high rate of
engagement either, however, in terms of user-generated content, the campaign was a huge
success. The Find Your Park campaign promoted the use of the hashtag #FindYourPark, where
users could share their own photos of some of their favorite national parks.
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Figure 15. Screenshot 2 of the FindYourPark Instagram page and hashtag
The power that a well thought out and implemented hashtag can harness is displayed here
with the #FindYourPark. The establishment of the Find Your Park hashtag, made users feel like
they were actually apart of this campaign, which is why this tactic was veritably more successful
than the actual Find Your Park page itself. With a little over 1.6 million posts, all associated with
the national parks in some way, the hashtag continues to generate free awareness for the national
parks and all that they stand for. Most of the posts are high quality and are inspirational in the
fact they make users want to explore and interact with the nature around them. Users can easily
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and simply find others who have taken pictures in the national parks and share in the experiences
that they have had. The hashtag is currently still in use, with people posting photos like the ones
above every day.
Corporate sponsorship was another contributing factor to the success of the Find Your
Park campaign. The initiative had premier corporate sponsors such as Budweiser, Hanes Brands,
Union Pacific, Coca-Cola, etc., but the sponsors also started creating partnering campaigns as
well. American express started encouraging and promoting volunteerism within the national
parks. The popular outdoor brand known as REI and health insurance companies such as
Humana started openly and actively speaking about healthy activity and how the national parks
could assist in healthy living. Across the board, more and more sponsoring partners continued to
promote the Find Your Park campaign with some of their own messaging while using their own
branding.
The profound and dramatic impact of the Find Your Park campaign cannot be denied.
Over the 19-month span that this campaign was tracked, over 16 billion impressions were
accounted for, most of which were attributed to the target audience. In August of 2016,
#FindYourPark was a trending topic on Facebook and Twitter, and was featured as a Snapchat
Discover Story. Throughout the entirety of this campaign, park visitation also increased by 20
million visitors, and according to Hall and Partners market research firm, 85% of minority
millennial groups (ages 18-35) were more interested in visiting a national park after seeing the
Find Your Park campaign.
Throughout the span of #FindYourPark, the ‘trendiness’ of being a national park
advocate has vastly increased. Whereas ten years ago most national park advocates either worked
for the National Park Service or were lifelong outdoorsmen or women, today, the national parks
have become a staple in pop-culture. This sudden change and popularity of the national parks
and their conservation can be accredited to the vast reach that the #FindYourPark campaign has
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achieved through social media, brand partnerships, and celebrity/social influencers. Some brands
have even taken to practically aligning their entire brand identity with that of the national parks
and outdoor conservation. For example, Subaru has created itself a niche in the national park
community, through constant support and outreach. They have donated millions of dollars to the
National Park Foundation over the last few years and have seemingly been unofficially crowned,
the vehicle of the national parks. Chaco footwear is also another brand that has partnered with
the National Park Foundation and have aligned their products to match that of the national parks.
You can now purchase their most popular sandals with patterns that are representative of your
favorite park. Hanes Brands Inc. has also started a co-branding campaign in which they are
creating t-shirts and other apparel that represent the national parks.

Figure 16. Screenshot from the Chaco and National Park Foundation landing page
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Figure 17. Screenshot from the Hanes Brand and National Park Foundation landing page
Through brand partnerships such as these and many others, national parks and the subject of
outdoor conservation have seen a spike in popularity. These co-branding partnerships have
begun to make the national parks more popular and relevant than they have ever been before
especially to millennials.
Autoethnographic Reflection
Initially, social media played a profound factor in the planning and execution of our trip.
Having never been to any of the southwest national parks, we were unaware of what these parks
had to offer, so we took to social media to learn. Just from visiting a few Instagram pages, we
determined that the two parks that were to be visited were Zion National Park and Bryce Canyon
National Park, both of which are located in southwest Utah. The use of visual imagery,
specifically on social media, led to us eventually committing to and booking the trip. The images
were beautiful and inspirational, imploring us to visit and experience the parks for ourselves.
Learning about and discovering different hikes, events, breweries, etc., that each park had to
offer were all accomplished through the use of social media. Going to these specifically
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designated pages on Instagram, allowed my friend and I to determine and plan out certain
activities we wanted to take part in when visiting the parks.

Figure 18. Instagram photographs extracted from the Zion National Park account (January, 2018)
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Once arriving at the parks, brand consistency was a theme that was quite noticeable. All trails,
lodges, merchandise, signage etc. were all branded with the national park service logo. It is easily
recognizable, in the shape of an arrowhead and stamped with a buffalo grazing in front of a
mountain. Seeing the iconic logo when first entering the parks and noticing it sewn into the
rangers’ uniforms, gives one the sense they are experiencing something historic. The logo
demands respect, as do the parks in which it represents.

Figure 19. National Park Service official logo
Selective Coding Results
During the open and axial coding stages, we see certain themes start to arise such as
intrepid exploration, corporate sponsorships, patriotism, and many more. Building from the
results of open and axial coding, a theory was determined during the selective coding process
that suggests many of the themes that arose during the various marketing and branding
campaigns for the national parks, derived from the time period in which they were implemented.
The findings suggest strong cultural influences were taken into account throughout each
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marketing and branding campaign. Take the theme of patriotism that was implemented in the
early 1900’s; that theme was incorporated because the United States in that time period was
keenly focused on keeping Americans in the country and to take pride in their nation. The same
theory applies to the 2016 “Find Your Park” campaign in which the national parks wanted to
attract a larger and more diverse demographic. The theme of this campaign was availability.
Furthermore, although not as thoroughly researched in this study, the selective coding findings
also suggest that the marketing and branding campaigns were politically influenced. The
research expresses this theory during the FDR administration and the ensuing marketing and
branding campaign that was created because of the New Deal and WPA.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
National Park Content vs. Sponsored Content
As learned from the research, there are two different avenues in which the national parks
are marketed and publicized; through their own volition, or from partnering with a corporate
sponsor or media influencer. Throughout the coding process and analyzation of different
campaigns and advertisements, the findings have shown that when a certified national park
organization such as the National Park Foundation or National Park Service creates an
advertisement, it more often than not focuses on the national park itself. For instance, during
axial coding, the findings suggested that the marketing efforts deliberately home in on such
themes as the preservation of nature, the magnificent and variety of wildlife that can be seen,
different trails and hikes to be explored, etc. These advertisements and promotions focus more on
portraying and displaying the nature that the parks have to offer rather than highlighting the
people that are enjoying themselves in the park.
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Figure 20. Three print ads taken from the National Park Service Centennial Campaign
Furthermore, during the selective coding process, it was very clear that when the national
parks are promoting themselves, they rely on the natural beauty of the park itself for the
advertisements and marketing. For instance, the ads above taken from the national park
centennial campaign, all directly center on what the main highlight of the park is such as the
National Monument, the rock formations in Arches National Park, and Gettysburg National
Military Park. There are no depictions of people or products in the image; just the parks
themselves.
Now, let's compare these ads to those of a national park brand partner or corporate
sponsor. When a brand partner of the national parks decides to promote an ad that includes one
of the national parks, the ad usually incorporates people as the main focus, or their own products
into the ad. The first two of the four marketing pieces shown below, are taken from the Subaru
‘Share the Love” campaign. The piece is centered on a grandmother and her daughter hiking
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through the forest, when they finally reach the top of the mountain. Toward the end of the
featured commercial, text appears showing the contributions that the organization will make for
every Subaru that is purchased. However, the entirety of the ad focuses on the actual people
themselves and the product that they want you to buy, not the national park.

Figure 21. Screenshots taken the Subaru and National Park Foundation sponsorship commercial
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Furthermore, the same trend stretches and applies to social media as well. The photos below are
taken from the National Park Service’s Instagram page. Every single photo focuses on nature,
wildlife, and the national parks. The entire page is centered on high resolution images of the
parks and nothing more.

FIGURE 22: Screenshot taken from the National Park Service’s official Instagram page.
The two photos below are taken from the Instagram pages of two brand partners of the
national parks; HydroFlask and REI. Both images feature the national parks, however, both are
also more focused on the people in the photo or the actual product they are marketing.
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Figure 23 (top). Screenshot taken from brand partner REI’s official Instagram page. Figure
24 (bottom). Screenshot taken from brand sponsor Hydro Flask’s Instagram page.

This seems to be a recurring theme amongst the marketing and advertising of national parks,
especially when it comes to content that the national parks generate themselves versus if a
corporate or brand partner were to create content that highlights their own brand.
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Text to Image Evolution
One key aspect that was noticeable throughout the coding process and the timeline of
marketing and branding for the national parks, was the transition from text-based ads to more of
image heavy ads. The advertisements that were included in this research, especially those from
the early 1900’s, were very text heavy and relied on the wordsmithing of the writers to
communicate their messages. Advertisements that described the beauty of the national parks
through copy rather than showing that beauty through imagery seemed to be the popular route
during this era. During the axial coding stage of this research, when the patterns of the
advertisements really started to emerge, is when the shift toward more image-based advertising
became popular. Interestingly enough, this also when the National Park Foundation entered the
scene and when brands started utilizing their partnerships with the national parks to market their
own goods. Seen throughout the latter half of the 1900’s, almost all marketing communicated
solely through image-based advertisements.
Appealing to a Younger Generation: Social Media Influencers and Earned Media
Interior Secretary Sally Jewell once said, “If we don’t reach out and become relevant to a
broader population, we won’t have the support the parks need to do their jobs in the future.” One
of the main keys during #FindYourPark was attracting younger generations to become interested
and care about the national parks. Social and celebrity influencers played a major role in
communicating these messages to the public. Celebrities such as Bill Nye the Science Guy,
Barack Obama, and Joseph-Gordon Levitt, among others took it upon themselves to promote the
outdoors and specifically the national parks. However, for #FindYourPark to truly be successful,
the campaign needed to incorporate user-generated content and align themselves with popular
social media influencers.
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“If you really want to win millennials, you need to weave a unique story into the message. Create
a concept that brings your spokesperson and your brand together in a way that wouldn’t work for
anyone else. It’s the difference between making an ad and making a moment worth
remembering” (Frey, 2016). One of the top social media influencers that promote the parks and
also contributes to them in a monetary way is a group called ‘Parks Project’.

Figure 25. Screenshots taken from the Parks Project Instagram page and the hashtag
“weloveourparks.”
The Parks Project page was started by two national park volunteers and has now grown to be an
official business partner with the National Park Foundation. Their Instagram page has nearly
250,000 followers and they promote the national parks through showcasing different social
influencers and selling official national park merchandise on their site. Users can contribute to
their feed using the hashtag #RadPark and for the chance to be featured on their page.
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Figure 26. Screenshot from the #weloveourparks Instagram page
HydroFlask, another partner of the National Park Foundation, has also found value in
implementing a hashtag to correlate with their co-branding strategy with the national parks.
Using the hashtag #weloveourparks, users can contribute to the feed by sharing a photo and
communicating with others what they love about their favorite park. Many other companies and
organizations have started aligning their brands with the national parks and have been using
social media platforms such as Instagram to reach their target audience. Furthermore, these
partnering brands are implementing the same themes such as nature conservation and outdoor
exploration into the content they are producing. Another great aspect about these social media
campaigns that partner with the national parks, is that this is all earned media for them. Spending
money on marketing and branding has almost become non-essential for the National Park
Service and the National Park Foundation, as their partnering organizations are raising awareness
for them. Continuing to utilize brand partners and social media influencers, will only further help
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the National Park Service appeal to millennials and inspire the younger generations to be
stewards for the national parks.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION/OPPORTUNITIES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH/LIMITATIONS
In retrospect, one of the greatest opportunities that presented itself throughout this
research, was the ability for state parks to mimic some of the tactics and processes that national
parks use. For instance, social media influencers are profoundly valuable to the marketing and
promoting of the national parks. State parks could take the same approach and have frequent
visitors showcase and highlight their experiences within said park on social media. The national
parks do a great job of establishing a community that believes in the same purpose throughout all
of their channels. If state parks could have the same sense of unity while connecting and
nurturing their local audience, attendance would soar. Furthermore, national parks rely heavily
on their volunteers and local sponsors for day-to-day assistance and monetary donations. They
do this by actively being a voice in the community in which the national park is located. The
locals are profoundly proud and involved in park-cleanup and maintenance. State parks could
mimic this strategy as well and use local residents and park sponsors to their aid.
Future research to be conducted about the marketing and branding of national parks
should include how virtual reality and other technological advances will come into the marketing
mix. Nature Valley recently released an interactive digital tool that gave users a ‘google maps’
view of the national parks. Through the use of virtual reality technology, they gave users the
chance to experience a few of the national parks’ trails right from their own computer. Will
technology developments such as these helps or hurt the national parks in terms of attendance
and park visitation? Future research and studies conducted in this realm should be able to help us
answer that question.
Limitations that should be accounted for include that this research is solely a qualitative
analysis. The research was conducted using convenience samples of images that were found and
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based on historical records. However, these images obtained from the historical records are
comprehensive and a good representation of the overall scope of the project. Furthermore, this
research is meant to be a broad representation on the topic, but it does give a deeper
understanding of the themes and in-depth insight to the time period in which these
advertisements were created and shared. And lastly, the need for a secondary coder to review the
images for intercoder reliability is imperative. This research was taken on by an independent
coder, so for consistency and reliability, a second coder will indeed need to review all images
and advertisements.
Lessons Learned Applicable to Other Areas
Throughout the entirety of the research and coding process, there have been many lessons
learned that have not only applied to marketing and branding for the national parks, but for
marketing and branding in general. This research really tackled how the evolution of marketing
and branding directly applied to the national parks, but the evolution happened in all other areas
as well. Technological advances influenced this change more than anything. As technology
became more advanced and readily available, the more integrated and complex the marketing
and advertising strategies became. Whereas marketing previously used to be very siloed with
copywriters, designers, strategists, and other team members all working separately, today we all
work together as a team to accomplish the overarching goal. This can be clearly seen with the
national parks as well, with the National Park Service, National Park Foundation, and outside
agencies all collaborating together to launch campaigns such as the “Find Your Park” campaign.
From monumental corporate companies to local small-businesses, the research indicates that the
most successful marketing and branding strategies are accomplished through collaboration and
alignment on all fronts while also discovering the unifying voice behind the efforts.
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